ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
Colleges and universities are offering an increasing number of fully online courses and degree programs challenging the traditional model of higher education. Touted for its cost effectiveness and convenience, online learning provides opportunities for more learners to continue their education in various settings (Oliver, 1999) . In the past, online learning was defined as any class that offered any part of its curriculum online (Berge & Collins, 1995) . Today, e-learning is known as instruction delivered on an digital device to access educational curriculum outside of a traditional classroom. It refers to a course, program or degree delivered completely online (Clark & Mayer, 2016) . In short, online education now allows students to complete courses that include content and instructional methods without ever meeting each other or their instructor face-to-face.
According to the 2015 Babson Survey Research
Group's Online Report Card-Tracking Online Education in the United States, more than one in four students now takes at least one distance education course, with over 2.8 million students taking all their courses through distance education. With the popularity of online education, higher education institutions are challenged to meet the increasing demand for programs and courses. For example, distance education is an especially popular method for delivering sport administration programs at both the undergraduate and graduate level, and it has been instrumental in helping departments meet the increasing demand for course offerings (Keiper & Kreider, 2014) . Despite the increased number of institutions providing online learning programs, and more students choosing distance education, student retention remains one of the largest challenges in higher education (Heyman, 2010) . Literature shows that attrition rates are higher in online courses than their face-to-face counterparts (Angelino, Williams, & Natvig, 2007; Carr, 2000; Moody, 2004) . Specifically, Hill (2009) found that attrition rates were 10% to 20% higher in online learning programs.
While online course formats offer convenient methods of instruction, poor course development often leads to high attrition rates (Terry, 2001; Nash, 2005; Hara & Kling, 2001 ). Many instructors take traditional learning strategies, transfer them online, and rely completely on asynchronous communication technologies (e.g., recorded lectures, lecture slides, discussion boards) in order to facilitate learning objectives. Unfortunately, traditional in-class course design does not always apply seamlessly to online learning.
As online learning continues to become a more prevalent part of higher education, institutions and faculty members must better understand online learners' needs, such as addressing isolation, dropout percentages, dissatisfaction with teaching methodologies, and other influences that impact student satisfaction and retention (Joyce & Brown, 2009) . Finding ways to decrease attrition in distance education is critical, both from an economical and quality viewpoint, as high attrition rates have a negative economic impact on universities (Angelino et al., 2007) . Shaik (2009) reported that low retention rates represented significant losses of revenue for the institutions and could have a negative impact on their financial health. Herbert (2006) stated ". . . a key issue for postsecondary institutions is that of trying to find ways in which student retention in online courses can be improved" (p. 2).
Research shows that one of the biggest factors impacting student dissatisfaction in an online learning environment is the lack of a sense of community (Carr, 2000) . Physical separation tends to decrease the sense of community, giving augmentation to the feelings of disconnection, isolation, distraction, and lack of personal attention (Besser & Donahue, 1996; Hardy & Boaz, 1997; Kerka, 1996; Twigg, 1997) . In face-to-face communication, students are able to experience the verbal and nonverbal cues that provide instant feedback. Students participating in online courses, however, experience a sense of remoteness that can negatively impact a distance learner's success and satisfaction with the program, resulting in rising program attrition rates (Arbaugh, 2000; McInnerney & Roberts, 2004) . Tsai et al., (2008) "recognized community as an important factor for fostering interactivity or interaction among participation in an online learning environment" (p. 119). To help combat isolation and create a greater sense of community among learners, McInnerney and Roberts (2004) suggested a "greater use of synchronous communication facilities, the deliberate design and inclusion of a 'forming stage,' and a greater emphasis on the provision of guidelines for successful online communication" (p. 80).
The purpose of this case study is to determine if the use of online social communities and richer media technologies, specifically Media Richness Theory (MRT) and Social Presence Theory, could increase retention. These theories were implemented in the online Master of Science in Recreation and Sport Administration program (RSA) at Western Kentucky University. The online graduate program in RSA, launched Spring 2009, was designed to meet the needs of nontraditional students across the globe. With several concentration options (Interscholastic Athletic Administration and Coaching, Facility and Event Management, and Sport Media and Branding), students are afforded the opportunity to focus their educational program on their professional fields of interest. These online programs are based upon the cohort model, admitting students to a group that progresses through the coursework together in systematic fashion. Courses were designed around an asynchronous communication model, with email and discussion boards being the primary sources of community and communication between student/ student and student/instructor.
While the RSA program saw rapid growth for over five years, a large percentage of students never completed their degree programs. Attrition is a major issue throughout higher education distance learning programs, and as budget shortfalls and reductions continue to plague growth and new program development, each student enrolled matters for the success of the program (Angelino et al., 2007) . From Spring 2009 through Fall 2013, attrition rates for the RSA cohort programs varied from 28% to 40% among the various concentrations. Through analysis of retention data, interviews with former students, and course evaluations of prior courses, RSA instructors designed courses using a more proactive theoretical approach for the Fall 2014 launch of the new 100% online Intercollegiate Athletic Administration (IAA) concentration. Each course is built around Media Rich Theory and Social Presence Theory as a means to engage students, promote retention, foster social interaction between instructor and student, and create a sense of realness for the learners.
Given the high attrition rates in the prior online graduate programs, it is imperative for online course designers to examine how the use of different technologies impact the quality of communications among people. Prior research illustrates that different technologies have distinctive impacts or effects on the messages conveyed and the way that individuals perceive each other as they communicate (Newberry, 2001) . It is important to understand the potential effects when undertaking communication activities in an online setting (Joyce & Brown, 2009) .
Understanding different media types, the impacts they can have on the message, and the impressions of the individuals involved in the communication can assist instructional designers as they develop activities or select communication technologies for use in an online learning environment (Newberry, 2001) .
LITERATURE REVIEW Media Richness Theory
Media Richness Theory (MRT) is a widely accepted Computer Media Communication (CMC) theory that fundamentally examines the methods in which certain mediums are selected for communication. Organizational scientists Daft and Lengel (1984) found that effective communication requires mediums of communication that will reduce ambiguity and distortion of the message being received. MRT advances the concept that communication richness is dependent upon the media used and, when coupled with the time interval between sending the message and receipt, affects message quality and receiver satisfaction (Sun & Cheng, 2007) . Communication channels that adapt to the time intervals and reduce uncertainty are considered rich. Alternatively, those that require extended periods of time for understanding, or contain long lapses between communication concerning the message sender and receiver, are considered low in richness.
While ambiguity through the existence of multiple interpretations is inherent with information sent to various individuals (Daft & Lengel, 1986) , uncertainty increases when the mode of communication is incorrect for the message. Daft, Lengel, and Trevino (1987) developed the four criteria in which to rank their capacity for processing ambiguous information:
1. Immediacy of feedback-the ability of the medium used to reduce uncertainty and increase a common understanding of the message to be received.
2. Capability to broadcast using multiple cues-a diverse collection of cues, including nonverbal modes of communication (body language, voice inflection, etc.), written words, and symbols, are necessary for the transmission and interpretation of the communication sent and received.
3. Variety of language-while numbers can provide a greater meaning, natural language provides a better understanding and less ambiguity of concepts and ideas.
4. Personal focus of media-personal feeling and emotional infusion provide a richer conveyance of the message. Based on these criteria, Daft et al. (1987) found that synchronous communication media (face-toface, video conferencing, etc.) provide high levels of richness, minimal uncertainty in the messages contained, and multiple cues. Alternately, asynchronous communication (discussion boards, email, etc.) provides higher levels of ambiguity, are lean in quality, and limit the use of multiple cues. Volery and Lord's (2000) research further expands upon the necessity of rich media in online learning environments in order to provide effective content delivery. Based on their study, the keys to successful online learning can be divided into three variables:
1. Technology. For student engagement to be enhanced, the technology used must match the message being sent in order to reduce ambiguity and foster learning.
2. Instructor characteristics. Instructors must be well-versed and positive in the communication media being used and must implement an interactive learning environment that fosters interaction.
3. Student characteristics. Students must feel comfortable, be well-versed in the media used for communication, and have easy access to the technology used. They also found that, for students in a mediarich, online environment, when coupled with the three keys above, the keys serve as a catalyst allowing students to become crucial players in their learning satisfaction.
MRT has gained wide acceptance in analyzing the effectiveness of communication channel selection for online learning effectiveness. Newberry's (2001) research, for example, examined various forms of communication in online courses and constructed the following analysis based on their respective MRT ratings. Table 1 identifies seven different types of communications media in a three-position matrix (high, medium, and low) expressing the media's performance or its ability to carry feedback, multiple cues such as body language, message tailoring, and emotions.
Using MRT to evaluate and examine media in educational settings can play a significant role in implementing and developing online programs. Kehrwald (2010) found that determining the appropriate tools to reduce uncertainty and increase understanding of messages being sent can help offset the practical problems experienced by distance learners and instructors while creating realism and social support. In essence, using more media rich modes of communication and tailoring messages to recipients makes it more likely that ambiguity and equivocality can be avoided, thus enhancing the overall online learning environment.
Social Presence Theory
Short, Williams, and Christie (1976) originally developed Social Presence Theory (SPT) as a means to explain how telecommunication mediums can affect communication. They defined social presence as "the degree of salience of the other person in the interaction and the consequent salience of the interpersonal relationships" (Short et al., 1976, p. 65) . In other words, social presence gauges the degree to which a "person is perceived to be as a real person in mediated communication" (Gunawardena, 1995, p.151 ). Individuals with a higher level of social presence allow for a higher likelihood of understanding both the communicator and the message being sent and received. Short et al. (1976) viewed social presence as a quality of the communication medium itself and hypothesized that "communications media vary in their degree of social presence, and these variations are important in determining the way individuals interact" (p. 65). They also posited that people will perceive some media as being high (face-to-face) in social presence and others low (computer mediated communication) based on the levels of "intimacy" and "immediacy" afforded by the channels. The level of intimacy provided was dependent upon factors such as the physical distance between the communicators, topics of conversation, and the use of verbal and nonverbal communication cues. Immediacy was defined as the level of psychological distance between the communicators. Thus, social Walther (1992) further expanded upon the concept of social presence media perception and argued that it is not one dimensional. Instead, he reasoned that social presence was interactive and that even communication media with low social presence can become richer as communicators become more familiar and accustomed to the channel being used and to each other. Russo (2000) defines social presence as the degree to which a person is perceived to be real in a mediated environment. In the context of educational activities, salience occurs when the communicators recognize that they are communicating with another human being and not with the connecting technology.
Social presence has been identified as a key to the level of learner participation and success of online collaboration (Lakin, 2005) as well as satisfaction with online courses. According to Homer, Plass, & Blake (2008) , when information is presented in a way that increases social presence, it is better remembered by learners, and the learning process is considered more engaging. Highly immediate behaviors have been associated with attitudinal changes, such as increases in student motivation to study and student satisfaction (Berge & Collins, 1995) . A lack of social presence may lead to a high level of frustration, a critical attitude toward the instructor's effectiveness, and a lower level of affective learning (Hample & Dallinger, 1995; Rifkind, 1992) .
As with MRT, Social Presence Theory has been widely researched in regard to the importance it plays in the online learning environment. As with MRT, face-to-face communication is considered to be high in social presence, while CMC is generally deemed to be exceptionally low (Huntley, 2010) . Early researchers (Gunawardena, 1995; Tu, 2002) began using social presence to evaluate the sociability of online education. Gunawardena (1995) found that, while CMC was perceived to be a low medium of social presence due to its low social context and nonverbal cues, participants were actually able to adapt to their online community and even project their own identities to that environment. Swan and Shih's (2005) research expanded upon that assertion by noting that learners can present themselves as "real" and connect intimately and with immediacy with others through telling stories, using humor, and using emoticons. This newer research reinvented the concept of social presence by concentrating less on the mode of communication and more on the communication among participants to explain how online learning environments can be very personal and provide a high level of social presence.
MRT and SPT Applied to Media Choices and Outcomes
While neither MRT nor SPT are new concepts, the adaptation of each to online programs can alter the way new technologies are chosen for instruction and aid in the design of instructional environments to achieve the desired degree of personal interchange and relationship building (Newberry, 2001) .
Communication media choices in this case study were directed by the desired learning outcomes in IAA program course modules. By choosing the best medium for conveying course materials, instructors carefully incorporated different technologies into course designs as a means of reducing message ambiguity and distortion. Table 2 shows program mediums used, desired outcomes, and perceived level of media richness as identified in Newberry's (2001) model.
Increasing Social Presence
Learning is a social process that relies on interaction and open communication, which can be influenced by the perceived social presence of each student (Kear, 2010) . Asynchronous online communication can seem impersonal, leading to misunderstandings, poor relationships, or lack of participation, which can be characterized as a lack of social presence and lead to less-effective learning (Reio & Crim, 2006) . If learners do not perceive online communication to be "real," there is less chance that they will learn from this communication. Social presence aspects should be incorporated in both the design and instruction of an online course (Richardson & Swan, 2003) . The descriptions below outline a number of strategies the instructors for IAA courses implemented in course design and during the instruction of the course to increase social presence. Tables 3 and 4 present the strategies of the authors with regard to infusing social presence, as well as the rationale behind each choice, in the online learning environment through course design and instructional methods. These strategies do not present an exhaustive list but are merely the techniques utilized for the IAA program. The IAA program started out with manageable course numbers through the first two cohorts. Larger programs may not have the flexibility to institute some of these social presence strategies without adding to already difficult workloads. Faculty should consider their course needs, outside resources available, and class sizes before implementing some techniques.
Social Presence Theory offers a way to better shape the online learning classroom to meet student needs in the virtual world. By promoting the degree of connection between participants in the online learning classroom, students perceived satisfaction and learning increase (Scollins-Mantha, 2008) . When course instructors and designers build the course using an MRT and SPT framework, it creates opportunities for an environment cultivated in social presence and clear communication. This leaves students feeling as though they are learning and involved in the course, and that the instructor has a vested interest in every student.
PROGRAM IMPLICATIONS/RESULTS
In order to determine the success of MRT and SPT implementation in the IAA program courses, retention data from prior concentrations and the IAA program were compared and analyzed. Prior concentrations did not cognitively consider these theoretical concepts during course design or instruction. The programs in place prior to the creation of the IAA program were able to retain between 51% and 81% of students using traditional methods. 
Video Grade Feedback
Instructor is able to point out specific examples in the assignments while providing verbal and nonverbal cues through the video.
Medium
No feedback. Allows for visual cues, reproduction of emotion, and message tailoring (Minich, 1996) .
Student Introductory Profile Video
Students record a 2-to 4-minute introductory video and post it to the course site vlog. They are required to respond to a minimum of 4 other videos in written format.
Creates an initial dialogue among students, thereby producing a learning community. Students need the opportunity to get to know each other and feel comfortable before learning can take place (Rovai, 2001; Tinto, 1993) . "Any information provided, whether it is text or visual helps students create an awareness of each other to begin the process of connecting" (Aragon, 2003, p. 62) .
Learning Styles Assessment
Students complete and submit an assessment to the instructor the first week of class.
This allows students to understand their preferred learning style, and the instructor is able to use the results to determine the best method of communication for each facilitated learning objective. Hughes (2004) suggested that we should focus our efforts on meeting the needs of the learner, not on what is easy to deliver. Knowing the learner and the learner's needs is critical.
Initial Synchronous Communication Meeting
Students set up a 15-minute synchronous communication meeting
with the instructor within the first two weeks of the course through Skype, Facetime, Adobe Connect, or other form of video conferencing.
This allows both students and the instructor the opportunity to see each other physically, which affords each the chance to become familiar with the other's verbal and nonverbal cues, personality traits, and communication styles. It assists in relationship building as the student was provided the opportunity to view the instructor as "real." Immediacy is a critical element in social presence, and communication in real time often enhances social presence when handled well (Richardson & Swan, 2003) . The personal call in the initial two weeks of the course helps students understand that the instructor is a real person and is interested in the student's success and development.
Module Orientation Video
Prior to each module, students were sent a 2-to 5-minute module orientation video recorded by the instructor that briefly went over learning objective(s), course readings, and assignments for that unit.
Videos with high numbers of views usually have a direct connection to course assignments (or course assessments). If a video contains required content that a student must use for an assignment or discussion posting, it is correlated with higher view numbers. Research shows one of the benefits video can offer is creating faculty presence in an online environment (Jaggars, Edgecombe, & Stacey, 2013) .
Instant Messaging
Instructor allowed and encouraged instant messaging via iChat, Google chat, and text messaging.Instructor used IM for conducting synchronous chat sessions and to providing individual communication with students.
This maintains a sense of connection with others and gave a greater sense of shared context.
Instant messaging helped students feel a greater sense of presence by enabling them to communicate in real-time and be aware of others who are online (Kear, 2010) .
Online Office Hours
Due to the fact that courses were 100% online, with a large number of adult learners who do the majority of their work at night and on the weekends, instructors made themselves available for online office hours for a minimum of four evening hours during the week as well as four hours on the weekends Students who enroll in online courses might not live on campus and this provides an opportunity for online instructors to support these students by hosting virtual office hours (Edwards & Helvie-Mason, 2010) . Virtual office hours provide opportunities for students to communicate with their professor without the constraints of traditional office hours.
Text Messaging
In hopes to make communication more compatible with the mobile lifestyle of today's students, instructors decided to allow and encourage students to use SMS text messaging at their leisure, especially for things that needed be addressed immediately (quiz or an assignment submission needing to be reset).
IM increases the level of access that students have to the instructor. Research has shown that students participating in distance education courses indicated that text messaging is a technology they enjoy using to communicate and that SMS text messaging also provided a medium for communication and dialogue that engendered the "immediacy" sought by many online learners (DuVall, Powell, Hodge, & Ellis, 2007) .
retention data for each of the concentrations in the Master of Science in Recreation and Sport Administration based on their first and second cohorts. Overall, program retention was highest in the IAA program. The implementation of MRT and SPT led to a 91% overall retention rate for the IAA program. While this number may account just for a few extra students, increased retention aids in overall long-term program and student success.
DISCUSSION
The purpose of this case study was to determine the impact of Media Richness Theory and Social Presence Theory in course design and instruction on attrition in the graduate Recreation and Sport Administration online program. In comparison to prior programs, there is a distinct correlation between using rich media technologies and enhancing social presence due to the positive impact it had on retention rates in the IAA program. Adding MRT and SPT to the IAA online courses was the most significant difference between this concentration and others within the RSA program. Before implementing these changes, concentrations within the RSA program averaged a 70.48% overall retention rate through the first and second cohorts. The IAA program saw an overall retention rate of 91.45%. That sense of community and interaction fostered through MRT and SPT improved student success through measurable retention rates.
These changes were not developed through technology alone because that cannot create a community of learning or a strong sense of salience in distance learning. IAA instructors provided methods for communication immediacy and reducing interpersonal distance through timely, constructive feedback that reinforced the instructor's social presence (Gunderson, Theiss, Wood, & Conti-O'Hare, 2014) .
According to Northrup (2001) , interaction must be intentionally designed into an online course, as the interaction does not happen simply because the materials and tasks are presented to students. Rather, online learning relies on well-planned instructional design, a learning management system supported by technology, and an instructor who transfers into a facilitator role. The instructor, as a facilitator, sets the expectation for participation and promotes a philosophy of social presence and teacher immediacy. This method helps transition the gap between online and face-to-face classrooms by providing the community necessary for student success.
No single CMC system is better than another. Instead, the IAA course designers and instructors found that by providing multiple CMC systems, and allowing students to select based on their personal preferences (Tu, 2002) , students are empowered to decide what, how, and where they would like to learn. Through these systems, a wider range of learners can be accommodated, which is better than coercing everyone into a one-size-fitsall mode (Joyce & Brown, 2009 ).
An additional characteristic of online learning that may be advantageous to improving the overall student experience is the transformation of the student and instructor roles. The instructor role can be altered to become akin to a facilitator Table 5 : RSA Concentration Retention Data rather than a lecturer, allowing students to become active learners (Harasim, Hiltz, Teles, & Turoff, 1995) . Role transformation not only improves student learning but also helps develop the online learning community for the student. Each student becomes in charge of his or her learning while also utilizing the facilitation methods provided by the instructor to enhance the experience. This role transformation, however, is not the only solution for problems facing instructors involved in the delivery of online courses; there is also the issue of how teacher immediacy behaviors and social presence are affected by the environmental transformation (Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, & Zvacek, 2000) . It should be noted that the IAA program and the institution's Division of Extended Learning and Outreach (DELO) provides additional support for distance students to ease the environmental transformation and help establish the student's connection to the school and the program before they begin classes. Each student receives a welcome package of IAA program promotional items (a water bottle, program polo, padfolio, and handwritten note from the coordinator). Once students begin classes, the IAA coordinator provides online synchronous advising meetings throughout the program and career consultation in the final semester. Additional support services are offered through the university for students in distance learning programs to provide a sense of inclusion into the university culture and ownership of individual learning experiences. At the beginning of each semester, DELO sends an email with information regarding available resources to distance learning students. This includes access to the universities Online Student Resource Portal. Currently, the portal provides user-friendly links to academic calendars, degree requirements, online orientations, tutoring, the writing center, library services, and technology support.
Step-by-step instructional videos assist with navigating online systems, Blackboard sites, email accounts, and personal portals. The Office of Information Technology (IT) maintains year-round support through the use of virtual and telephone helpdesk support and online training. The IT Helpdesk's online service request system allows students to report problems and seek assistance. These tools deliver accessible support to students ensuring that their learning environments and online experiences are reinforced regardless of their geographic locations.
CONCLUSION
The need to better understand the media richness of technology, and how its use can foster collaborative learning communities, is imperative due to the rapid development of fully online undergraduate and graduate degree programs and the high attrition rates within those programs. "Stakeholder satisfaction in higher education is becoming increasingly more important due to greater emphasis on assessment measures, vanishing resources, and competition amongst universities" (Popp, Weight, Dwyer, Morse, & Baker, 2015, p. 34) . The ultimate challenge to increasing student satisfaction is to provide the most effective learning experiences by way of student/student and student/instructor interaction and engagement regardless of the medium utilized (Song & McNary, 2011) . While the purpose of this study was to examine how MRT and SPT can be implemented in an online sport administration program, it is important to note that the IAA program is currently in the infancy stage. However, based on program inquiries and applications for future cohorts for the IAA program, projections for continued success and growth of the concentration are bright.
While the retention rates for IAA were definitively higher than prior concentrations, the rates alone do not distinctly explain how the phenomenon was attributed to the application of MRT and SPT in course design and instruction, and therefore, future research should focus on obtaining further quantitative and qualitative data regarding student MRT and SPT. Analysis of the differences in student engagement in identical face-to-face and online courses, instructor skills and philosophies, as well as synchronous communication issues, is needed. Further, the role of student learning styles on students' ability to adequately learn and adapt to emerging technologies and media appropriateness needs to be explored. Because social presence is a perception, it varies from individual to individual. It can also be situational and vary across time for the same individual, making it a very complex construct for study. Researchers and educators need to examine its nature to understand interaction and social presence in an online environment. Quantitative and qualitative methods should be employed to assess students' learning styles, levels of interaction and engagement, retention of course content, student technology preferences, and course assignment design. As with any pedagogical strategy, various factors beyond the media used can either enhance or impede student learning.
The results from implementing MRT and SPT in the course design and instruction for the online IAA program clearly suggests that students are satisfied with the use of appropriate technology and creation of an online community. There is a positive relationship between academic satisfaction and student's intention to continue their degree (Carter & Yeo, 2016) . Due to this success, other concentrations in the Master of Science in RSA program are currently undergoing revisions to implement similar strategies. Future empirical research should be conducted to determine the levels of MRT and SPT implementation and whether or not the course modifications impacted overall student satisfaction with the perceived online learning community and increased program retention.
